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Heritage and Second 
Language Learners’ 
Perception and Production 




This study investigates the linguistic performance 
of heritage language learners (HLLs) and second 
language learners (SLLs) in perceiving and 
producing the subjunctive mood in Spanish. Twenty-
six undergraduate students taking upper-division 
Spanish classes participated in the current study. The 
results revealed that HLLs were more confident in 
their choice and correctly selected the subjunctive 
mood more often than SLLs. Critically, this finding 
contradicts previous research where HLLs were 
often less confident in their linguistics abilities and 
command of subjunctive mood. In addition, this study 
suggests that knowing a third cognate language might 
have an effect in correctly identifying these verbal 
forms. Further research in that area of inquiry is 
recommended. 
Introduction
Spanish is the second most spoken language in the 
world by number of native speakers and fourth in most 
total speakers (Eberhard, Simon and Fennig 2019). 
More than 47 million residents aged five and older 
in the United States currently speak the language. 
Despite its strong presence in Latino communities 
in the United States, the shift toward English is 
unquestionable and language maintenance remains 
a challenge due to Spanish being a language of a 
stigmatized minority and anti-immigrant sentiments 
(Valdés et al 2008). This is of interest to researchers 
who would like to determine how heritage learners 
maintain their Spanish and how it might be affected 
by their knowledge of English. Numerous studies (see 
studies conducted by Montrul 2011 for a review) have 
been conducted in the field of linguistics regarding 
language abilities of heritage learners (HLLs) vis-à-
vis those of second language learners (SLLs). These 
studies cover a variety of morphological and syntactic 
areas, but one of the most prominent is the use of the 
subjunctive mood. The subjunctive mood in Spanish 
is used to express emotions and concepts that are not 
definite or factual. Example (1) below in English and 
the translation in (2) with bolded verbs highlights the 
use of the subjunctive in Spanish.
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(1) I doubt that he will come to the party.
(2) Dudo que (él) venga a la fiesta.
In (2), the verb “to come” must be conjugated in the 
subjunctive mood. Comparatively, if one were to 
convey factual statements, the indicative mood is used. 
See example (3) in English and its translation (4). 
(3) He comes to class by bus. 
(4) Él viene a la clase en autobús. 
As expressed in (4), the indicative mood is 
used for the verb “comes” in Spanish and in English. 
The mood choice in Spanish is a very complex 
phenomenon that is challenging for students whose 
first language is English. In the majority language 
of the United States, the same verb would be used 
for both examples (1) and (3). Interestingly, many 
researchers have noted that the subjunctive has been 
slowly lost in the heritage learner grammar. Montrul 
(2011), for example, contends that heritage learners 
do not have a solid command of it. Therefore, to 
further examine Montrul’s previous findings, this 
study investigates if heritage learners can correctly 
determine the verb form when given choices between 
indicative, subjunctive, or infinitive in objective tests. 
Furthermore, this research aims to determine if SLLs, 
who are explicitly taught the subjunctive, would have 
more command of this grammar topic. That is, this 
study attempts to shed more light into the differences 
in performance among SLL and HLLs concerning 
this verb choice. In addition, it aims to elucidate the 
level of confidence of that these types of learners have 
regarding their language choices.
Literature Review
As Montrul and Perpiñán (2011) explain, the 
subjunctive mood does not stand on its own; it is 
used in subordinate or adverbial clauses, and not 
usually as the principal verb of a sentence (see 
examples above). This concept is not easily acquired 
by simply observing and comparing different 
forms. Montrul (2011) states that “the acquisition of 
mood morphology and its semantic and pragmatic 
implications represents a formidable challenge for 
language learners in general, including […] heritage 
speakers” (p. 181).  Montrul’s and Perpiñán’s (2011) 
results show the complexity of the subjunctive mood 
and further demonstrate the differences found in the 
abilities of different groups of language learners. 
Montrul and Perpiñán are not the only researchers to 
recognize the complexity of the subjunctive mood and 
the differences in ability between HLLs and SLLs.
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Mikulski (2010) found that “the Spanish 
subjunctive has gained notoriety for the challenge 
that it poses for traditional Spanish-as-a-foreign-
language (SFL) learners who are native (L1) speakers 
of English” (p. 217). Further results illustrate that 
students tend to use indicative (see introduction 
for explanation) forms in place of the subjunctive, 
although the overgeneralization of the subjunctive 
in interviews has been documented. Montrul and 
Ionin (2012) investigated the linguistic development 
of seven Spanish-English bilingual children and 
found that two of the children did not produce 
present subjunctive forms at age five and six, when 
more fluent bilingual children and monolinguals 
already do. Since many heritage speakers are fluent 
in colloquial registers, they may not be exposed to 
explicit grammatical rules. This means that linguistic 
features typical of standard registers are not mastered 
during their early language development and may 
never fully reach a native-like level. Furthermore, 
Valdés (2005) found that some heritage learners had 
not fully acquired the concept of mood in Spanish 
and were thus seeking out more formal instruction. 
These aforementioned studies provide more evidence 
towards heritage learners not fully acquiring 
grammatical concepts such as the subjunctive and 
thus warrants further investigation. The present study 
conducts more research into language acquisition, 
specifically heritage learner acquisition processes and 
older, non-child learners.
In the present study, we were inclined to study 
the subjunctive mood to seek more answers with 
respect to attitude and motivation (i.e., confidence in 
language performance expressed by learners) since 
many of the previous research studies did not examine 
this concept in depth. Heritage speakers not receiving 
enough input to properly acquire advanced grammar in 
Spanish can make them (as well as native speakers of 
certain dialects) feel as if their Spanish is inadequate 
or inferior. It is important to note that no one dialect or 
variety is the correct or better Spanish (Stokes 2005). 
Such sociolinguistic issues are important to recognize 
so that one avoids presenting one Spanish (for 
example, monolingual Spanish) as more valid than 
another type of Spanish (such as Heritage Spanish). 
In addition, it is important to limit overt grammar 
correctness to academic contexts and not to every day 
speaking (Edstrom 2006). 
 With respect to academic contexts, it has been 
found that SLL and HLL interaction can be beneficial 
in the Spanish classroom, more so to the SLLs than to 
187
the HLLs (Randolph 2017). This could play a part in 
the acquisition of the language as well. Therefore, this 
research study further examines differences between 
the two groups in an academic setting and provides 
more findings in terms of their acquisition, which has 
implications for classroom instruction.
 Overall, previous research shows that heritage 
learners may have an advantage with the language, 
but in terms of advanced grammatical concepts such 
as subjunctive mood use, heritage learners may not 
correctly utilize it as compared to traditional second 
language learners. Most previous research do not 
consider confidence as a factor in their methodology. 
By contrast, the present study aims to not only further 
the understanding of the field of heritage learner 
and second language learner and their respective 
grammars, but also illustrate how confidence in an 
academic context may differ as well.
The Present Study
The focus of the present study is to further determine 
the difference in abilities of Spanish heritage speakers 
(HLLs) and second language learners (SLLs) 
in correctly producing the subjunctive mood in 
predetermined sentence structures. Based on research 
conducted by Montrul (2011, 2012), the subjunctive is 
not utilized as often in HLLs’ speech. Therefore, it is 
hypothesized that the HLLs will not perform as well 
on the current research instruments and SLLs will be 
more likely to choose the subjunctive and perform 
better, perhaps due to learning Spanish in a formal 
classroom setting. All participants will be reassured of 
their language validity if they felt that their responses 
were inaccurate, or if they were insecure.
Participants
After IRB approval, students registered in four 
intermediate to advanced university Spanish classes 
were asked to participate in the research (see 
methodology section for course description). For the 
purposes of this study, “a learner of Spanish” (SLL) 
was described as reporting, “Spanish is my second+ 
language, I had no prior home experience, I learned 
through formal schooling” and a heritage speaker of 
Spanish (HLL) was reported as “having learned at 
home from parents/family or were born/raised in a 
Spanish-speaking country”.  Participants were asked to 
self-report which category best described them. A total 
of 26 responses were recorded. Of the 26, six reported 
themselves as heritage learner and 20 reported 
themselves as second language learner. Participants 
were not remunerated nor given additional credit for 
completing the surveys.
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Methodology
The research instrument (see Appendix I) was 
administered to four Spanish classes, two at the 
intermediate level (fourth semester) and two at the 
advanced level (fifth+ semester). The instrument 
consisted of two parts. In the first part, only five 
sentences (for the sake of brevity and time constraints) 
included a blank space that the participant had to 
complete by choosing one of three choices. In the 
second part, participants had to determine which of the 
sentences in a three-sentence set were grammatically 
correct. The options required the participants to select 
between indicative mood or subjunctive mood and/
or infinitive. In addition to answering the questions, 
participants were asked to rate their confidence in 
their response using a Likert scale from 1-5 with 1 
being “not confident” and 5 being “very confident.” 
The determination as to which classes the research 
study was to be conducted in was based on the level at 
which the subjunctive was introduced and studied in 
the course sequence. Therefore, one second-year, one 
third-year, and one fourth-year class were surveyed.
Results
In total, six self-reported heritage speakers and twenty 
self-reported second language learners completed the 
survey. The results revealed that the heritage speakers 
had a higher average score and reported a slightly 
higher average confidence rating of 3.83, as shown 
in Table 1. Spanish second language learners had a 
significantly lower average, but their confidence level 
of 3.3 differed from the heritage speakers by only a 
few decimal points. 
The average correct score by HLLs was 83% 
and the average by SLLs was 61%. The standard 
deviation of the HLLs was 10.33, revealing that 
heritage learners’ scores were 10% either under or 
over the average score of 83%. The standard deviation 
of the SLLs score was about 20. Therefore, the second 
language learners’ scores were about 20% over or 
under the average score of 61%. This demonstrates 
a wider range of scores among the SLLs than among 
HLLs. It should be noted that native speakers were 
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included among heritage learners.
Discussion
Based on the findings of the present study, it appears 
that heritage learners, including the native speakers 
in the group, were able to more accurately identify 
the subjunctive mood, which was surprising since 
previous studies have shown that heritage learners 
have difficulty determining use of indicative or 
subjunctive. That said, the results confirm previous 
studies such as that of Montrul (2011), where the SLLs 
had more errors with their task, as shown by their 
average score being lower than HLLs.
It is important to note that almost every 
heritage speaker sounded out the questions and some 
asked the researcher questions such as “what if the 
answer is not here?” or “what if I am incorrect? This 
is my language.” These utterances allude to the lack 
of confidence that some HLLs have regarding their 
language abilities, as illustrated by their average self-
rating of 3.83.  Moreover, some native speakers felt 
their Spanish was incorrect or that the instrument was 
wrong. Some SLLs were more concerned in general 
and uttered exclamations such as “Oh, I don’t know 
how I’ll do on this.” This self-doubt demonstrated by 
the SLLs was reflected in their confidence ratings as 
evidenced by their average rating of 3.3 compared to 
the HLLs’ 3.83.
While the results do show that the HLLs 
had a higher correct average and were slightly more 
confident in their answers, a general claim about these 
sets of learners cannot be made because the sample 
was not statistically large enough. It was anticipated 
that more heritage speakers would be present and take 
part in the study. Despite several attempts to gather 
more participants, it was not possible to do so. Thus, 
out of the responses, only six reported themselves as 
being a heritage or native speaker. If this study were to 
be conducted again, it would be beneficial to include 
a larger sample size. Most importantly, the researcher 
also noted differences between heritage learners and 
native speakers. It could be beneficial to conduct this 
study again with more participant groups in order to 
compare native speakers, heritage speakers and second 
language learners.
The other factor that must be considered is 
that all of these participants were Spanish majors at 
the university and thus were expected to have studied 
and have somewhat of a command of more advanced 
Spanish grammar. If this study were to be conducted 
in a more generalized way (i.e., in the community or 
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in other Spanish-speaking countries with participants 
from various backgrounds), it is possible that the 
results would be significantly different. In addition, a 
few of the second language learners in this study were 
of Cape Verdean background, so many of them already 
spoke Portuguese as well as Cape Verdean Creole. 
Since the surveys were anonymous, it was not possible 
to remove those participants from the sample and 
compare results again. However, it is hypothesized 
that the standard deviation would be different. This 
could have influenced the results significantly and 
needs to be taken into account if the research is 
conducted again. 
Future Research
As noted, heritage learners and native speakers can 
have a very different background with the language, 
and this is something to consider in subsequent 
research. Future research into subjunctive mood 
perception and production could include more self-
identifying options, such as “Heritage Speaker of 
Spanish”, “Native Speaker of Spanish” in addition 
to “Native Speaker of another Romance language.” 
That is because a native speaker might have grown 
up and been educated in the country and a heritage 
speaker may only know the language from oral 
communication being raised in a bilingual home. 
These slight differences can affect the abilities of the 
study participants and their ability to recognize the 
subjunctive mood in written form and its usage.
Conclusion
The present study found that the self-declared heritage 
learners performed better on choosing the Spanish 
subjunctive than second language learners. This 
confirms some previous research, but also disputes 
that which found that heritage speakers struggled with 
the choice between the indicative and subjunctive 
mood. However, due to the small sample size, 
specifically the number of heritage learners combined 
with native speakers participating, no claims about 
how this would apply to the broader heritage speaker 
population can be made. The present study provides 
evidence that this topic merits further research and 
that more differentiated participant groups such as 
native speakers of other languages, native speakers 
of Spanish, heritage learners, and second language 
learners should be created. 
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Appendix I: Research Instrument 
Answer the following questions to the best of your 
abilities:
Which of the following would correctly complete the 
sentences?
1. La leona no permitiría que nada la 




2. Don Fernando, aquí están mis preguntas; por 
favor quisiera que las _________________ 
y si usted considera que existe alguna que no 





3. Todo lo que tiene que hacer es firmar un papel 















Choose which of the following sentence you would 
consider correct
6. a. El maestro quiere que lees el libro.
b. El maestro quiere que leas el libro
c. El maestro quiere que leer el libro.
7. a. Si pudiera hacer la tarea, la haría.
b. Si podía hacer la tarea, la haría.
c. Si poder hacer la tarea, la haría.
8. a. No lo poder creer.
b. No lo puedo creer.
c. No lo pueda creer.
9. a. Me gusta bailo todas las noches.
b. Me gusta bailar todas las noches.
c. Me gusta que yo baile todas las noches.
10. a. ¿Conoces a alguien que puede coser?
b. ¿Conoces a alguien que pueda coser?
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c. ¿Conoces a alguien que poder coser?
11. Circle 1-5 how confident you are about your 
answers:
  
1 2 3 4 5
Not confident Somewhat 
confident
Unsure Confident Very confident
12.  I consider myself: (check one of the 
following) 
____a learner of Spanish (i.e. Spanish is my second+ 
language, I had no prior home experience, learned 
through formal schooling)
____a native/heritage speaker of Spanish (i.e. learned 
at home from parents/family or were born/raised in a 
Spanish-speaking country)
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